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Abstract 
Politeness strategies in French have a primary goal of establishing and maintaining good social relationships between fellow 
members of the community. They are determined based on the principles of savoir vivre, literally translated as the knowledge of 
living, and savoir faire, the ability to say or do the right thing. In general, students taking French face difficulty in understanding 
the use of the pronoun Vous and Tu. This indicates that they do not master the concept of politeness in this language. Many 
studies have been made on this issue but none was done among students in Malaysia. In this study conducted among UKM 
students, questionnaire was distributed to identify the existing problem and intervention strategies, such as the use of flashcards 
and oral drills in role-plays were carried out. Implications derived from this study on the teaching and learning of the French 
language is that researchers are able to identify strategies to address the problems faced by students and to come up with a 
method that can be used in teaching to facilitate students¶understanding of the concept. Once this concept is clearly understood, 
this in turn will boost students¶FRQILGHQFH to converse in French. 
 
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Apart from the grammar system, every language in this world has its own politeness strategy and they differ 
according to the civilisation and the culture of its speaker. Politeness does not only come in the form of the carefully 
selected words used by the speaker but also in his action and manners.  
 
The term politeness appears to be relatively omnipresent in all languages and cultures but it is rather difficult to 
give it an exact definition as Watts (2003) stated in the preface of his book Politeness³ZULWLQJan introduction to 
politeness is like being in mortal combat with a many-KHDGHGK\GUD<RXµYHEDUHO\VHYHUHGRQHKHDGZKHQDIHZ
PRUHJURZLQLWVSODFH´:DWWVDOVRZURWHWKDWWKHWHUPSoliteness derives from the Latin word politus which brings 
the meaning RIµSROLVKHG¶,Q)UHQFKWKHQRXQla politesse and the adjective poli also derives from the same Latin 
word. The origin of the term politeness reflects on the meaning that the word is supposed to represent, a person with 
a polished or a good manner. According to Brown and Levinson (1978), all cultures in this world have somewhat 
common norms in linguistic politeness but at the same time these norms vary according to the different culture. 
What is considered polite and acceptable in one culture may be considered impolite and unacceptable in another 
culture.  
  he uthors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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In learning a language, especially a foreign language, the ability to master the concept of politeness is essential in 
order for the learner to be able to function well in the language learnt. It is vital for the learner to be able to know 
how to formulate a sentence correctly and, most importantly, acceptable by a native speaker. Formulating a sentence 
correctly includes the fundamental knowledge of using the politeness strategies.  
 
1.1 The teaching of French Language Course in Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) 
 
French is among the eight foreign languages taught in UKM. It is taught as either an elective course or as a 
guided-elective course. The Foreign Language and Translation Unit offers four different levels of this course;  
 
1.1.1 SKVA3413 ± Basic French I. This course is the most basic French language course offered in UKM and is 
opened to all students. No prior knowledge needed. 
1.1.2 SKVA3423 ± Basic French II. This second level is offered to students who have done and passed the Basic 
French I course. 
1.1.3 SKVA3433 ± Intermediate French I. This is the third level and is offered to students who have done and 
passed the Basic French II course. 
1.1.4 SKVA3443 ± Intermediate French II. This is the fourth level of French course and the highest taught in 
UKM. It is offered to students who have done and passed the Intermediate French I course. 
 
As an elective course, French is offered to all students of UKM, regardless of their semester and year of studies, 
their major or the faculty they are from. For students taking French as an elective course, they have the choice of 
taking one level or up to four levels. Previously, French is also offered as a guided-elective course to students 
majoring in International Relations from the Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities. These students have to 
complete at least three levels of French before they can graduate. 
 
Currently the teaching and learning process of French in UKM is based on the textbook Tapis Volant 1 for level 
1 and 2 and Tapis Volant 2 for level 3 and 4. These textbooks are designed mainly for the use of students in the Asia 
Pacific region but can easily be adapted to the students in UKM as the explanations are given in English. In these 
textbooks, the difference between the second person pronouns Tu and Vous LVH[SODLQHGDVµ7KHUHDUHWZRZRUGVIRU
you in French: tu and vous. Use tu for a person you know well, another student your age, a younger child or an 
animal. Use vous ZKHQ\RXDUHWDONLQJWRDQDGXOW\RXGRQ¶WNQRZYHU\ZHOORUWRPRUHWKDQRQHSHUVRQ¶=HPLUR	
Chamberlain 2002). This is the rule of thumb that the students memorize from the beginning of their experience in 
learning French. According to Dimachki & Hmed (2002), the use of proper pronouns in verbal interactions is crucial 
because a person could be taken for being rude if he chooses the wrong pronoun while interacting with another 
person. Kerbrat-Orecchioni (1992) states that there are two meanings of these pronouns; the first one is the pronouns 
per se and the second meaning represents the social relationship value that exists between the speaker and the 
listener.  
The French pronouns tu and vous both mean you. The choice of tu or vous depends on the person being 
addressed, taking into account the number of people, their age, social status etc. A general rule is tu is used when 
addressing a single person consisting of someone we are familiar with whereas vous is used with strangers or 
someone we respect as vous conveys formality. A conversation between a student and his teacher would consists of 
the use of the pronoun vous whereas a conversation between a child and his mother would use the pronoun tu. 
2. Problem StatementThis research was motivated by the frustration felt by the teachers of French in UKM, having 
to teach the language in a non-native environment and witnessing the inability of the students to master the simple 
concept of politeness in French albeit the many hours of explanations and exercises done. Based on the syllabus, the 
students are taught the basics of the politeness principles in French and they would usually memorise these basics 
without fully grasping the concept. Among the general principles of politeness that they learned are the use of 
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proper greetings, the use of proper pronouns and also the proper grammatical structure. According to Moreno 
Pichastor (1998), the main concern in language textbooks is whether politeness strategies are presented in a manner 
VRDVWRIDFLOLWDWHVWXGHQWV¶understanding of the concept. In their research on a few Spanish and English textbooks, 
they found that there is a lack of explanation in the topic. Like in most language textbooks, politeness strategies are 
not presented in a contextual mannerWKHUHIRUHLWLQKLELWVVWXGHQWV¶DZDUHQHVVRIWKLV matter. 
 
Among the questions that motivated our initial research were as follows:  
1. Why is it difficult for the students to master politeness concept in French? 
2. Will interventions in the form of oral activities (listening comprehension activities and role-plays) and 
teaching aid tools help students understand the concept and in turn, be able to use the language in a polite 
way? 
3. +RZFDQWHFKQRORJ\EHXVHGWRIDFLOLWDWHVWXGHQWV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJRISROLWHQHVVFRQFHSW" 
 
3. Research Method 
Classroom-based action researches are done in order to improve our teaching practices. In our study, we employ 
the Detailed Action Research Model adapted from Susman (1983) where in the beginning the problem is defined by 
collecting data from subjects and this is followed by planning hypothetical solutions. After the implementation of 
hypothetical solutions is done, more data will be collected and studied in order to come up with a definitive 
solution(s) to the problem. If the problem remains, another cycle of this process begins. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Detailed Action Research Model (adapted from Susman 1983) 
 
3.1 Research Subjects 
 
The subjects for this research are students studying French from all four levels in UKM. These students are from 
various faculties all over UKM. Out of 48 students participating in this research, 9 are from level 1, 18 are from 
level 2, 9 are from level 3 and 12 are from level 4. 89.58% of the students or 43 students are Malaysians and 5 
students (10.42%) are Iranians. In terms of races, 39.58% are Malay, 45.83% are Chinese, 2.08% are Indian, 2.08% 
are Iban and 10.42% are Persian. 
 
3.2 Procedure 
 
A preliminary questionnaire was distributed to the students to gather the information needed in order to identify 
the problem. The questionnaire consists of 28 items, 25 of which are situations to identify their knowledge in 
applying the use of the pronouns Tu and Vous and another three questions require them to explain their choices of 
DIAGNOSING 
Identifying or defining a 
problem 
Questionnaire 
ACTION PLANNING 
Considering alternative 
courses of action 
Planning solutions 
TAKING ACTION 
Selecting a course of action 
Implementing hypothetical 
solutions 
SPECIFYING LEARNING 
Identifying general findings 
Identifying whether the 
problem is resolved 
EVALUATING 
Studying the consequences 
of an action 
Short interview sessions 
(second phase) 
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the pronouns. This questionnaire was given at the end of the semester in order to see the different level of 
understanding from all four levels of the course.  
 
The questions given are relatively simple and straightforward and require almost no thinking or reflection. The 
last three questions are designed to identify VWXGHQWV¶ level of understanding of the concept and usage of Tu and 
Vous based on what they have learned in the classroom.  
 
3.3 Data Collection and Analysis 
 
The data for this research is collected based on the questionnaire given to the subjects. Since the second part of 
the research is still ongoing, we are unable to use it in this particular study. The data collected from the 
questionnaires are analysed in terms of VWXGHQWV¶DELOLW\WRDSSO\WKHSURQRXQVFRUUHFWO\DQGWKHLUNQRZOHGJHRQWKH
concept taught.  
4. Research Findings 
 
Based on the analysed data, we can see that there is a general problem of understanding the concept and the use 
of the pronoun Tu and Vous. Out of the 48 responses, for question number 26 (Q26 ± Do you find it difficult to 
determine which pronoun to use?), only 31.25% answered that they found it difficult to decide which pronoun to 
use. This does not reflect their responses in the questions on the application of the pronouns where they answered 
incorrectly in most of the questions.  
 
Table 1. Students answers to questions 1, 22, 23 and 25. 
 
Which pronoun do you use with: Tu Vous 
Q1. your mom? 37.50 (62.50) 
Q22. your family member in general? 62.50 (37.50) 
Q23. your colleague? (62.50) 37.50 
Q25. a child you see at the playground? 58.33 (41.67) 
 
Table 1 shows students¶ answers to some of the questions in percentage. It is somewhat interesting to note that, 
despite stating that they do not find it difficult to determine the choice between these two pronouns, in their 
responses on the use of either Tu or Vous with certain people, students answered incorrectly on more than one 
occasion. Table 1 shows the most significant answers given by the students. Based on their answer in the last three 
questions, we could envisage that they fully understood the concept of Tu and Vous but their answers in Table 1 
prove otherwise. More than two-third (62.50%) of the students answered that they use the pronoun Vous with their 
mother even though it is clearly stated in their textbook that they should use Tu with a person they know well, 
another student their age, a younger child or an animal. This rule also applies to question number 22 and 25 with 
regards to family members and a younger person/child. As for question number 23, only 37.50% of the students 
answered correctly, the use of Vous when communicating with colleagues.  
 
Table 2. Percentage of mistakes for Q1, Q22, Q23 and Q25 based on race of students. 
  
 Malay Chinese Indian Others 
Q1 50 33.33 3.33 13.33 
Q22 50 27.78 22.22 0 
Q23 36.67 46.67 3.33 13.33 
Q25 50 40 0 10 
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The most significant information from Table 2 is that 50% of Malay students made mistakes for Q1, Q22 and 
Q25. In regards to Q1, we could see that there is confusion in the choice of the pronoun. This is due to the fact that 
in Malay culture, a child should respect his/her mother thus the choice of Vous in this question. On the other hand, 
they wanted to show that they are close with the person in question, in this case it is their mother, hence the choice 
of Tu for another 50% of the students. Confusion is also seen in Q22, where they chose Vous even though they 
should use Tu since family members are considered people they know very well but in this case, we suspect that 
VWXGHQWVDUHFRQIXVHGZLWKWKHVWDWHPHQWµIDPLO\PHPEHUV¶EHFDXVHWKH\were taught that Vous is also used to refer 
to second person plural. As for Q25, students who answered Vous IRUµDFKLOGWKH\VHHDWWKHSOD\JURXQG¶LQGLFDWHV
WKDWWKH\GRQRWPDVWHUWKHSURSHUXVHRIWKLVSURQRXQDVWKH\WDNHLWWKDWµWKHFKLOG¶LVVRPHRQe they do not know or 
unfamiliar with and so comes the need to use Vous. 
 
Based on the interpretation of the data, we could see in Table 3 that out of the 25 application questions given in 
the questionnaire, students managed to give 100% correct answers for only six questions. This finding is rather 
shocking considering in their answer for question 26, they claimed to fully understand the concept and are able to 
apply it in any situation. 
 
Table 3. Students answers to questions 3, 6, 15, 18, 19 and 24. 
 
Which pronoun do you use with: Tu Vous 
Q3. Your pet animal? 100 - 
Q6. A receptionist? - 100 
Q15. A librarian at the University library? - 100 
Q18. Your best friend? 100 - 
Q19. A bank clerk? - 100 
Q24. An old man you help to cross the road? - 100 
5. Conclusion 
Education in general does not only consist of the teaching and learning of languages, mathematics and sciences 
but it should also include the teaching of the values that give meanings to human relationships, which, unfortunately 
has been too often overlooked. The Tu/Vous concept looks easy but can actually be quite tricky especially for Asian 
learners because we have different ways of addressing people in general. Brumfit (2000) states that even if a person 
knows a million words in a English but do not know how to put them together, then he cannot speak the language. 
Same goes to students learning French but on top of knowing words in French, students should also know the 
cultural parts of the language. 
 
From the data gathered in this research, we could see that the students have some general knowledge on how, 
when and with whom to use either Tu or Vous. This general understanding is based on what they have learned in 
classroom and from their textbook. While learning foreign languages, the ability to formulate a request politely, 
effectively, and in a manner that would be well-received by a native speaker is an essential necessity. Lack of media 
materials in French to help cultural understandings and develop communicative competence among students is one 
of the reasons why students learning French in Malaysia find it difficult to master the language. Students find in 
difficult to differentiate between the use of Tu and Vous because their L1 does not make this kind of distinction. 
Traditionally, learning a language requires students to memorize everything but does not focus on mastering the 
language structure and rules. Memorizing rules of thumb such as the one discussed in this paper is no longer the way 
to perfectly acquire a language. Students need to understand the cultural context of a language in order to be able to 
communicate effectively. It is important to develop a better understanding of the use of Tu and Vous and the 
meaning that these pronouns represents beyond the application of grammatical rules that they have learned in class. 
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